The biology of melanocytes.
In veterinary medicine, our understanding of the biology and regulation of melanocytic function is mostly based on information realized from human and murine studies. Improved understanding of the biology of melanocytes is needed to develop more effective treatment regimens for malignant melanoma and other melanocytic disorders. In vertebrates, melanocytes are well known for their role in skin pigmentation, hair and feather coloration, and for their ability to produce and distribute melanin to surrounding keratinocytes. Enzymes involved in melanin synthesis are present exclusively in melanosomes. The type of melanin synthesized by melanocytes in mammals is regulated at a genetic, biochemical and environmental level. These regulatory factors affect not only the phenotypic appearance, but also the photoprotective properties of melanin. This review addresses the biology of melanocytes, melanin synthesis and the photoprotective properties of melanin.